I was looking at Kurt Vonnegut's novel Cat's Cradle (2008 , first published 1963 in the hope of building a critique of the idea of 'authentic' fiction when I read the introduction by American novelist Benjamin Kunkel. What catches the eye initially is the careful unkindness of it; one could be forgiven for thinking that Kunkel is not really fond of the novel at all. He devotes some energy to cataloguing what are, in his opinion, the weakest components of both the book and science-fiction generally. He speaks only guardedly about the virtues of the genre and even then, he takes pains to tell the reader that there are other science-fiction authors far more capable than Vonnegut, who had died the year before Kunkel was contracted to write his introduction. So it goes.
With the propriety of such an introduction to one side, what's really important is the territory it attempts to stake out. It uses as its critical foundation a quote by Fredric Jameson, which addresses the 'conventionality, inauthenticity [...] [and] formal stereotyping' of science-fiction (Kunkel 2008: xi) . By making a quick series of claims for 'realist' fiction-evolving, three-dimensional, authentic, indeed even the term 'realist' is heavy with connotations-Kunkel is attempting to establish realist fiction as a sort of formal centre, a neutral ground from which the so-called genres diverge. Vonnegut's novel, in contrast with Kunkel's own work, is not 'realist', and therefore cannot be realistic or real, neither truly weighty nor deep except in spite of the limitations of its genre. It is important to note that when I speak of 'realist' fiction I am interpreting Kunkel's use of the term, which seems to derive largely from the current formulation of the genres. I am not speaking of the nineteenth century movements, nor any one school or historical categorisation of literature. I am speaking only of fiction which seeks to present things 'as they are'-absent fantastical elements, strange settings, or implausible plots. While for Kunkel and many others today this may be aligned with artistic credibility, it is interesting to note that many writers and theorists associated with earlier c i n d e r S tev e n s on ( U n ) m as k i n g R ea l i ty nobody on the island will admit to being a Bokononist, but everybody is, including 'Papa'. As one character says, all the people on the island are 'employed full time as actors in a play they [understand] , that any human being anywhere could understand and applaud ' (2008: 124) . It is clear that Vonnegut Goldie observes in Australian literary efforts the irresolvable attempt to find our own skin-childlike or mature, native or migrant, independent or vestigial.
We are looking for the right mask to wear. From this viewpoint, the emergent 'authentic' realist Australian body of work makes sense: it is false bravado, a defensive statement of identity in the face of the fear that we might be nothing at all. When such uncertainty reigns, it may make sense to attempt a grounding gesture, a dismissal of any work which seems unconcerned with reinforcing S tev e n s on ( U n ) m as k i n g R ea l i ty 7 construction of language, including the most 'unrealistic' of fiction. In truth we cannot write it. More than that, this constructed realism tends to not even approach it. The staggering cosmic violence and insubstantiality underpinning everything, the irresolvable rupture between the symbolic we experience and the reality we inhabit, these things we feel whispering at the edges of our capacity for perception and expression-they are most often well outside our particular cultural field of view. Other canons have works which grapple with these ideas, to the extent that they can; McCarthy's 'sacred violence' or the abject voids of Beckett's novels are examples which arguably try to get at the Real through decidedly otherworldly realities. However, they too suffer in their nature from the reduction of subjectivity and symbolism and, returning to Real. The resulting consensus, which it must be emphasised again is mostly established in retrospect rather than at the moment of writing, serves to affirm a cultural mood, a safe way of being and a sort of touchstone in that frantic and circuitous search for the self. It represents a mutual ratification-between awards panels, critics, authors, booksellers and a shrinking readership-of a so-called 'real world' and an accepted ontological mode. It is a productive mask: it allows us to stake claim to a territory where we can safely produce, but it also demarcates clearly the limits of our collective investment in who we are and what aspects of ourselves we are willing to examine and challenge. These limits have changed over time, almost entirely for the better, broadening our gallery of voices and stories, but just because the common ground has expanded its membership it does not mean that it has fundamentally changed c i n d e r
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While Australia's particular anxious realist journey might have its own quirks, it proceeds on the basis of a ubiquitous mechanism-all creative writing involves the fashioning and wearing of masks, specifically a Nietzschean masking, the notion that we reveal more profound things by the ways we choose to conceal ourselves than by our search for 'truth'. In Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche writes: 'Everything that is profound loves the mask; the profoundest things of all hate even image and parable ' (1990: 69) . Here again we find the Lacanian Real, resisting symbolisation. The seed idea at the base of this is explicated simply by Deleuze and Guattari's reading of Nietzsche in
What is Philosophy: 'Thought is creation, not will to truth' (1994: 54, emphasis mine). For Nietzsche, creative thought is not a path to an objective and universal truth beneath the surface of things. Wherever one claims to have reached this truth, there is always more waiting to be unearthed, a gap into which everything unspoken and unspeakable can fit (1990: 216) . Returning for a moment to Cat's Cradle, we can see that Vonnegut understands, perhaps better than Kunkel, how things are revealed through masks. One of the characters in the book is a professional indexer. She is able to discern simply from reading the index of a local history book the author's deepest secrets: that he is in love with the dictator's daughter, but he will never marry her because he is also secretly gay. ''Never index your own book'', says the indexer (2008: 87). The author has tried to hide himself behind an objective historical text, and in so doing has revealed himself. Nietzche knows that this is always the case: 'Every philosophy also conceals a philosophy', he writes. 'Every opinion is also a hiding-place, every word also a mask ' (1990: 216) .
If the individual writer is enacting this movement, masking and revealing based on creative thought rather than truth, then the collective construct of the 'realist' novel becomes a categorisation after the fact, a logical error which, per
Deleuze, mistakes the 'resemblance of the many' for the 'permanence of the One ' (2014: 160) . In this case it sets up a sort of Platonic ur-novel which cannot exist but to which we constantly refer and compare. The resultant categorisation commits two injustices: it fails to recognise the singular life at S tev e n s on ( U n ) m as k i n g R ea l i ty 10 approach each piece with a view to how it can best be brought to bear, rather than best exemplify any notion of what is 'correct' in form or style. It is certain that while the collection and designation of authentic and inauthentic work is done en masse and after the fact, these categorical actions have a selfreinforcing influence on the production of future work in a way that can only be limiting. As a principle of process, awareness of this false authenticity dynamic can be incorporated as a sort of reminder of potential. The hope is that our continued thread of national literature, such as it is, can make space alongside itself for our own Vonnegut or Le Guin to emerge without the threat of minimisation, because if a 'national identity' as such is to emerge organically within our literature, it is impossible to expect that there will be individual books which perfectly represent that identity. It must be polyvocal in nature, the harmony created by numerous stories embodying only themselves. 'harmless untruths'. It can only be through an awareness of how inherently unreal the writing act is-as with almost everything we do-that we can truly be said to be engaging in honest practice. Perhaps we can take a cue from
Vonnegut and be unafraid of approaching very serious ideas without taking the method of our approach too seriously. Another term from Bokononism is granfalloon. It designates a team of people whose basis for association is meaningless, and it is a classic mechanism of limitation and control. Examples c i n d e r
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anywhere ' (2008: 65) . One could proffer other examples: 'realist' fiction, for one, or any artistic moment with the audacity to offer itself as the one and only real deal.
